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From prisons to Brussels

There are no formal economic evaluations in this
week’s BM7—unlike last week—but two papers are
concerned with the issue of spending large sums of
money without being clear about the goal or its
value—in monetary or any other terms. The first is
Chris Lock’s (p 1407) analysis of the value of
computers to NHS hospitals: a systematic review of
the literature revealed published data on the value of
computing systems in only 12 hospitals. The invest-
ment in these hospitals represented about 10% of the
total of £220m that the NHS is estimated to invest in
information technology each year. Lock urges
clinicians to seek the same sort of evidence of effec-
tiveness from information technology investments as
they would for other initiatives.

Next comes Sheila Gore’s (p 1411) analysis of the
British prison service’s mandatory drugs testing pro-
gramme. After a pilot study in eight prisons the
prison service plans to introduce a programme
whereby each prison will have to test a minimum
number of prisoners each month. Gore’s fear is that
the policy might increase the risk of inmates switch-
ing from cannabis to injectable class A drugs because

the latter have a shorter half life (and so are less
detectable), while the difference in punishment (loss
of 21 days’ remission versus loss of 14) is slight. The
extra days of punishment attributed to the policy (for
inmates who refuse testing or are found positive)
amount to £16 000-£23 000 every 28 days in a
prison of 500 inmates. The perceived need to punish
drug use has, says Gore, “compromised opportuni-
ties to obtain quality data from which to determine
policy.”

Some people think that the perceived need to
punish Europe for its ban on British beef has
compromised the British government’s approach to
handling the beef crisis. For those who think that
Europe deserves better, help is at hand from Jim
Drife (p 1425). He outlines moves by the European
Union to quell anxieties over another issue of public
health importance—rumours that in some countries
doctors continue to practise after they have died. He
outlines the new guidelines being introduced by the
General Medical Council, in accordance with Euro-
pean regulations, to ensure that “medical practice
should be undertaken only by doctors who are alive.”
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